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Riggs: In this session translators will talk about what they do. Profession-
als who engage in the translation of serious non-fiction and scholarly 
works are people of broad erudition, sometimes backed up by advanced 
degrees. They have often been trained in diverse types of translation 
before being entrusted with translation of scholarly work. Here we hope 
to peek into what is actually involved in such translation by hearing 
from the translators themselves. David Noble, Takechi Manabu, and 
others contribute to this conversation. Let me ask David Noble about 
this first. How do you go about translating? What do you do when a 
book first lands on your desk?
Noble: I would like to say that I did it in a very methodical and systematic 
way, but usually what I do when I first get a book is give it a brief read-
through to understand what the overall structure of the book is. Then I 
pretty much plunge in from the beginning and work my way to the end.
I know there will be places that need to be rewritten completely, and 
I highlight those to return to later. I mark all the problem points that I 
run into as I’m going through the text. I write queries and notes to the 
checker and the author. Basically I’m trying to get as good an under-
standing of the text as I can. 
I do my best to produce a solid first draft. It’s not something that I 
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coming up with tentative solutions to them, and then writing into the 
draft the queries I want to direct to both the writer and the checker—
whoever the checker might be, and the editor if there’s an English-lan-
guage editor involved from the beginning—which I always hope there is. 
Then I send the first draft to Saji-san, and he sends it on to the 
checker. I get feedback from the checker, and I get answers to the que-
ries. The text often goes from the checker to the author, and then comes 
back to me after that. Ideally, I then have the checker’s comments and 
responses, and I have the author’s comments and responses. Then 
I do a second draft, and in that process, I try to incorporate what I’ve 
been provided, and use that to fix the things that I was unable to fix 
by myself. Usually at that stage, we’ve got a pretty solid manuscript as 
far as translation goes. But that draft will then—hopefully—go to an 
English-language editor who will look at it purely from the standpoint 
of the English. A lot of the work with scholarly apparatus—notes and 
bibliography—also happens in a serious way at that stage. Then, usually, 
I get it back again for a final look. 
One of the most difficult things in translation is what John Breen 
described earlier as “negotiating between authenticity and accessibil-
ity.” You want to be faithful to the original, but you also are trying to 
take it into a completely different cultural context and a completely dif-
ferent linguistic context, and you want it to work there. I spend a lot 
of time with that sort of negotiation when I am revising the first draft, 
because it’s usually way too close to the original Japanese. A lot of the 
process of translation after the first draft is trying to take what we 
have understood of the original text, and work it a little further in the 
direction of being something that’s accessible to the English reader, for 
example, filling in the details that a Japanese writer may have omitted 
because they’re not necessary for the Japanese reader. A lot of that kind 
of work is what happens in the various stages of revision of a transla-
tion. During the first draft, I’m generally making notes to myself and 
to the other people involved about how we might do that later. I guess 
that’s basically my process.
Riggs: Thank you. 武智さんのほうではいかがですか？武智さんのところに来る翻
訳は、どれもかなり難しい翻訳ですので、時間をかけて最初のドラフトを作り
ますね。
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The Japan Interpreter という英文雑誌を出しているところで、当時渋谷にあり
ました。行ってみると日本人とアメリカ人がチームを組んで翻訳作業をやって
いました。その環境を見て、ここで 2、3 年修業してから高校の先生になるの









































Noble: I just wanted to follow up on the point that Takechi-san just made: 
the necessity of having a certain level of editorial skills—always think-
ing as an editor or anticipating what an editor is going to need. When I 
was working on the Encyclopedia of Japan, I was involved in the process 
of hiring and managing freelancers and in-house workers. That experi-
ence showed me the difference between someone who really has a good 
knowledge of basic editorial conventions, and style manuals and was 
willing to look things up, and somebody who wasn’t was just immense. 
I don’t see translation as something that happens and then somebody 
else edits it. I think that having an editorial mind is absolutely part of 
the process from the very beginning, and it must be.
Riggs: I might add one thing about what Takechi-san was saying about his 
English. As someone who works closely with him, I have to say that the 
presence of people like him is crucial to the collaboration that raises the 
quality of our work. The knowledge of Japanese of our collaborators is 
really, really important. You could ask just a non-translator to explain a 
sentence, but if they don’t translate, they may not give you the answer 
that you need. But Takechi-san, for example, knows how to explain 
meaning; the meaning of Japanese. And for us—he has worked closely 
with many others besides myself—that kind of collaboration is really 
half of the battle a translator faces. Without such support, we can’t do the 
difficult academic work that comes across our desks. So Takechi-san’s 
reading and knowledge of Japanese has really evolved tremendously 
over his career. I hope mine has, too. So we’re all doing the same thing in 
both languages. I’m sure the others here find that is true as well.
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Fister: I’ve noticed in working with Lynne how background reading is 
important to translation. On Yamada-sensei’s book on copyrights, I 
remember we needed to get some of the English books on the subject. 
And then on Shirahata-sensei’s book on daimyo gardens5—with which 
Imoto-san and Lynne were 
both involved—where he was 
comparing them to gardens 
in Europe we added some 
books on European gardens 
to our collection as part of the 
research and preparation for 
the book. So such background 
reading contributes to the pro-
cess as well.
Riggs: One has to know some-
thing about the subject, and 
we make it a practice to do 
a quick study—whether it’s 
copyright in the eighteenth 
century, English gardens, or 
an influenza epidemic. We’re 
professionals, though, so we 
may not know deeply about a subject. We must know enough to be able 
to shadow the author’s scholarship. Translators know how important 
it is either to be a serious reader of all kinds of literature, or to have 
studied a fair amount. It may not require an advanced degree to make 
a good translator, but the best translators of scholarly work are those 
who have done research themselves and know the rules and norms of 
academic writing. 
Especially for Professor Sueki Fumihiko’s book on Japanese phi-
losophy, I gathered quite a number of books and also relied heav-
ily on online English-language versions of philosophical sources, 
as Sueki-sensei had relied exclusively on Japanese version of 
those works.
5  Shirahata Yōzaburō, Daimyo Gardens, Nichibunken Monograph, no. 19 (2016).
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Nanyan Guo: I myself 
sometimes do trans-
lation, and what I 
wanted to ask about 
has something to do 
with what Professor 
Watanabe said yes-
terday about vague 
things. How do we 
deal with vague 
things: If there’s 
any paragraph that 
is not very clear, 
sometimes we can 
keep its vagueness. 
But sometimes the 
vagueness actually 
reflects a problem 
with the original 
author’s text. I do translation, sometimes of very literary or historical 
documents. I always try to find out why it was so vague; whether it’s 
just the literary imagination, or the author’s tendency of being ambiv-
alent, for instance. But most times, I discover that it is not vagueness 
by nature; it is something that I missed for lack of sufficient evidence. 
And the author intends to make it vague. That’s the problem. So when 
I listened to your presentation this morning—I got the impression that 
you don’t let these things go. You want to make it clear enough for the 
English readers, right? It was very inspiring for me.
Carpenter: I always think that the message is the most important. Another 
example: I translated a book called Eat Sleep Sit. It’s about a life at a Zen 
temple. It was really a fascinating book to translate. A word that comes 
out through it, the name for the acolytes of the temple is unsui: clouds and 
water. It’s a beautiful word and I really wanted to use it in the English. 
And I finally had to give up. There’s a part in the beginning where a 
woman comes up and says “Unsui-san, ganbatte,” and it encourages him 
so much as he’s slogging up to Eihei-ji temple. She says that to him, and he 
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makes it. I didn’t want to put in footnotes or a long explanation. It loses all 
the poetry; it loses the impact. I decided that the important thing there is 
partly that she uses the word, but it’s just that she was saying something 
encouraging. I think I ended up with something like: “Good luck, young 
man.” I gave up. And the word unsui doesn’t appear anywhere in the 
book. It didn’t turn out to be as important as I thought it was. You have to 
keep asking yourself what’s really important. What is the message here 
and how can I get that out? Maybe this particular word isn’t necessary. 
It’s different from what you said, but I think it’s the same approach. He 
said this, and what did he really mean to say? That’s the important thing. 
Maybe he didn’t say it quite in the best way, but still he’s making a point. 
You want to get that point to come through. 
I had very good training way back at the beginning. My first work as 
a professional translator was with a now defunct magazine called The 
Wheel Extended. It was put out by Toyota, the automobile company. It was 
a quarterly journal; I worked under Thomas Elliott as an assistant editor 
and translator. That was my first job way back at about 1969, 1970. Until 
then, all the translating I had done was in school. And all the papers I 
had written were in school; I hadn’t published anything. Sometimes you 
can get an A, sometimes a B. You’re not always good, but if it’s the best 
you can do, you get a C or whatever. But I learned from working there 
that it has to be an A+. You can’t just say “I did B work this time.” You 
have to have a standard. We would delay publications—it was a quar-
terly journal—if it wasn’t at that standard. We would do whatever it took 
to get it to that standard. I had never expected that. It took me to an 
all-new level in my mind; I have never forgotten it. If we had a topic, we 
would translate articles from the journal Chūō kōron or something. There 
was one about trips that people made to go to grocery stores. There’s a 
whole science in trips. We will go and find books that experts of those 
fields had written, as you say. It’s not how we would talk about that, but 
we have to write this article the way those experts would expect—how 
they would look at it, what kind of terminology they would use, so that 
you don’t sound like somebody who was writing about something you 
don’t know anything about. Which is the case, but you try to at least use 
the same vocabulary and so on. You try to become a chameleon as much 
as possible; so that no one would say “Who’s the translator on page 2.”
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Translation Checking
Riggs: Thank you. I’d like to leave a little bit of time for our final focus, 
which is on checking translation. Everyone should be aware of the 
importance of checking translation from Japanese to English, which is 
now becoming a better-recognized role in the whole translation process. 
Translations done by a single person can have numerous weaknesses, 
and we know that perfectly well. Checking by a person who is strong in 
the original language can uncover misreadings of the text, mistakes in 
interpretation of the logic, factual errors, errors in identifying grammat-
ical referents (like the wrong pronoun), missing nuances, and so forth. 
So it is a crucial step when seeking to produce high-quality translation 
of scholarly and complex texts. Sometimes the checker is the author, 
but in many cases, a professional who is accustomed to working with 
both languages is hired. Let me ask a few people briefly about the main 
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Noble: As the translator for the Watanabe book, I agree with what you said 
about serving the text—that’s what we should all be looking at as trans-
lators, editors, and checkers. It’s not a personal matter. So when you 
point out to me, for instance, that I’ve missed something or I’ve made 
a mistake, I don’t feel like it’s a personal thing at all. As you said, we’re 
working together. 協力していくプロセスですね。 
To me, it’s very reassuring to know that someone is checking. I don’t 
see it as an antagonistic thing at all. I see it as a backup. It’s very com-
forting to know that someone is doing a check on the work.
Riggs: I might say that as someone who has been able to work closely with a 
checker, or I should say a co-translator, for 35 years, now one of my most 
exciting moments in translation is when I get the checked translation 
back. I can see what he has done to unravel the problems that stymied 
me, whether something I struggled over and thought I finally under-
stood has in fact passed muster, what more has to be done, and where I 
went totally wrong. All translators should really have a good collabora-
tor conversant in the source language to work with. Juliet, did you have 
something that you wanted to add?
Carpenter: I agree with what you said. I’m very grateful to editors and 
checkers both. I think there was a quote put up before Meg’s presenta-
tion; something negative about editors, a wisecrack that you made. Peo-
ple love to do that, but I’m so grateful for my editors. Your editor is the 
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only person who is as interested in the text as you are. The editor cares. 
It’s so nice. And it’s the same thing with the checkers. I’m just very 
grateful. Occasionally I’ve had checkers who will not only point out bad 
things but say, “Wow, this is nice,” which makes you feel very good. 
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